Chronic tonsillar enlargement and cough: preliminary evidence of a novel and treatable cause of chronic cough.
Tonsillar enlargement is sometimes seen in patients with otherwise unexplained chronic cough although its significance is unclear. In this study, the authors set out to test the hypothesis that cough symptoms and cough reflex sensitivity will improve after tonsillectomy in patients with otherwise unexplained chronic cough and enlarged tonsils. Eight consecutive patients with unexplained chronic cough and enlarged tonsils were recruited from 236 patients seen in a cough clinic between 2000 and 2001. Six patients with enlarged tonsils and no cough who were undergoing tonsillectomy for other reasons were recruited as a control group. All patients rated cough severity on a cough visual analogue score (0-100 mm) and had capsaicin cough reflex sensitivity measurement twice before and again 3 months after tonsillectomy. Patients with a chronic cough had heightened cough reflex sensitivity compared with the control group at baseline. There was a significant improvement in mean cough visual analogue score 3 months after tonsillectomy in patients with chronic cough (mean difference 30 mm; 95% confidence interval of difference 8-51 mm). The geometric mean concentration of capsaicin required to cause five coughs increased from 4 to 207 micromol L(-1) after tonsillectomy in patients with chronic cough (mean difference from baseline 5.6 doubling concentrations; 95% confidence interval of difference 3.1-8.2). There was no change in cough reflex sensitivity in control patients after tonsillectomy. These preliminary findings suggest for the first time a possible role for tonsillectomy in patients with enlarged tonsils in whom other causes of cough have been ruled out.